2i2	DEMOCRACY IN FRANCE
On the contrary events might have taken a very different turn
at several moments, and the whole policy of Vichy is marked
by constant improvisation and opportunism.1
The military defeat of May does not need any far-fetched
explanation to make it comprehensible. France's lack of
preparedness to shoulder the great over-burdening to which
she was subjected by 1940 has already been considered. She
was intensely war-weary and had suffered permanent ex-
haustion after 1918. Internal social conflicts had sharpened
during the years between the wars. Many of the Right were
defeatist, many of the Left were pacifist. The Communists,
whose representatives were excluded from the Chamber by
M. Daladier in February 1940, denounced the war as a struggle
of rival imperialisms which could only enslave the wrorker. The
High Command, anxious to be thrifty with French lives, were
obsessed with defence and with the notion that time would be
on France's side. In spite of the warnings of France's greatest
expert in tanks and mechanized warfare, Charles de Gaulle,
both the High Command and the Government neglected the
implications of mobile warfare until it was too late. France
went down in defeat before an overwhelming weight of men
and machines and military power, having already forfeited
most of her strategic advantages in the decade before war
began. Compared with this supreme responsibility of the
Germans for the defeat of France, all other responsibilities
are secondary.
As soon as the fact of defeat was obvious—and as early as
25 May the French Government was forced to consider the
possibility of seeking an armistice—there were only two
possible courses for her Government to take. It could adhere
to its promise to Britain never to withdraw from the war, and
that meant its withdrawing either to North Africa or to Eng-
land to continue the war. Or it could seek release from this
1 For the conspiracy theory, see Pe'tain-Laval: The Conspiracy (Anon.,
1942); H. R. Knickerbocker: Is Tomorrow Hitler's? (1941), Chapter
IV; Jzlie-J. Bois: op, cit. For the contrary view, see my Two Frenchmen:
Pierre Laval and Charles de Gaulle (1951), pp. 55-73. For a day-to-day
narrative of the events see A. Kammerer: La Veritesur VArmistice (1944).

